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PROGRESS OF THEOSOPHY IN THE UNITED 

STATES. 

BY B. T. HARGROVE, PRESIDENT OF THE THEOSOPHICAL 
SOCIETY IK AMERICA. 



In August, 1890, Mme. II. P. Blavatsky contributed an 
article to the North American Review on " Recent Progress 
in Theosophy." This article made a considerable stir at the 
time, and, while arousing interest in the minds of many whose 
ideas on this important subject had been till then of the vaguest, 
it also gave rise to no little incredulity on account of the glow- 
ing report given of the work already carried out by the Theo- 
sophical Society, and because of the hopeful view taken by Mme. 
Blavatsky of the future of the cause for which she lived and 
labored. The world is full of wiseacres whose habitual mental 
attitude is prophetic of disaster, and who regard with contempt 
all that they do not understand. In this instance they readily 
admitted that Mme. H. P. Blavatsky was a woman of genius, 
but added that the Society she represented would certainly go to 
pieces at her death. 

In May, 1891, Mme. H. P. Blavatsky died, and instead of dis- 
aster following her death, there came to the Society new life and 
activity ; the membership increased, public interest increased, and 
the press began to take a more intelligent view of the philosophy. 

Dealing as I am with the work of the Theosophical Society in 
America, it would be out of place to enter into details regarding 
the progress of the movement in Europe, Australasia, and Asia. 
It is sufficient to say that it has been immense, and that at the 
present time no educated people either in England or in other 
European countries would willingly acknowledge their ignorance 
of the doctrines of Theosophy. 
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In America the progress made since 1890 has been even more 
marked. After the death of Mme. Blavatsky, Mr. William Q. 
Judge managed the affairs of the Society in America. He did 
so with such brilliant success that he soon excited against him- 
self the same violent attacks, with a few modifications, to which 
Mme. Blavatsky had been subject during her lifetime. Not only 
was this slander of the same tone and quality as that levelled at 
her, but the forebodings of the wiseacres assumed the same 
f orm, and itwas generally asserted that whenever Mr. Judge should 
die the Society of which he was president would at last disin- 
tegrate and gradually disappear. Once more these prophets of 
disaster have been disappointed. On March 21 of this year W. Q. 
Judge died, and yet at no period in the history of the movement 
has the Society in America been so united in purpose, so strong 
in action, so far-reaching in its influence as at present. The 
Convention held in New York April 26 and 27, only five weeks 
after Mr. Judge's death, most amply proved this. Delegates 
attended from branches of the Society in all parts of the United 
States. Several came from Canada. Over one hundred at- 
tended from the neighborhood of Boston alone, and from Cali- 
fornia, Georgia, Indiana, and other states north, south, east, ■ 
and west, came delegates who were .united absolutely in aim and 
in their devotion to the cause. As evidence of this it is only 
necessary to state that every measure adopted by the Convention 
received a unanimous vote. 

Properly understood, that Convention was a perfect justifica- 
tion of Mr. Judge's life and work, and the unity that then pre- 
vailed, and which continues to prevail, should show the world 
that Theosophists not only know what they want, but know how 
to get it and will get it. The actual force of unity is but little 
understood. The world has so few opportunities to study its 
action practically ! But I believe that ten men or women act- 
ing in perfect unity, without thought of self or of personal 
ambition or jealousy, could sway the destiny of a great nation 
within a few years. There are many thousands of Theosophists 
in this country who are united in that way. Is it to be wondered 
at that we feel certain of success ? 

Mme. Blavatsky, in the article in the North American Re- 
view to which I have referred, states with pride that " there are 
at the present day [April 29, 1890] thirty-eight chartered 
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branches of the Theosophical Society in the United States." On 
April 26 of this year there were one hundred and eight chartered 
and active branches of the Society in America, the result of 
steady growth and of the self-sacrificing efforts of the Society's 
many members who have devoted time, money and work to the 
movement with no other motive to prompt them than their love 
for the canse they have made their own. No salary or perquisites 
whatever are attached to any official position in the Society. 

In spite of these facts the Society and its officers, as well as 
Theosophy itself, seem to have been selected by a few writers as 
a fairly safe target for nnlimited innuendo and misrepresenta- 
tion, and as I have not personally suffered from this I can afford 
to refer to it. Such things are of practically small conse- 
quence where individuals are concerned, but account for the 
general confusion that exists as to what Theosophy is really 
about, and as to what Theosophists are doing and teaching. 
Within the last few weeks an editorial in a prominent New York 
newspaper contained a statement to the effect that membership 
in the Society had certainly decreased steadily during the last 
five years. What has been written above will sufficiently show 
the absurdity of such a statement. Perhaps after all a prevari- 
cation of that kind does not deceive the public. 

The American press as a whole, however, has recently come 
to realize the seriousness and the influence of the Theosophical 
movement, and such representative papers as the New York 
Tribune can be relied upon to give accurate and impartial infor- 
mation concerning the work of the Society in America. Minor 
papers will before long imitate this admirable example, and may 
even cease to insist that a Mahatma is a blue spirit who lives on 
the top of a mountain, and that Mme. Blavatsky was proved to 
be a fraud; for such statements are neither humorous nor original, 
nor true. 

Beneath all this misunderstanding and misrepresentation, 
what is the Society in America doing at the present time ? First 
as to the Society itself. Its headquarters are situated at 144 
Madison Avenue, New York, where the' official work 
is carried on and where various public meetings are held. 
The Society has three objects, only the first of which is binding 
upon all members. That first object is " to form a nucleus of 
universal brotherhood without any distinctions whatever." All 
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who join our ranks must subscribe to that object, while the two 
subsidiary objects are optional, though widely followed by mem- 
bers. These subsidiary objects are : the study of ancient and 
modern religions, philosophies and sciences, and the demonstra- 
tion of the importance of such study ; and the investigation of 
the unexplained laws in nature and the psychical powers latent 
in man.. Our platform is consequently as broad as it could possi- 
bly have been made, and hence we have among us Christians of 
all denominations, Buddhists, Jews, agnostics and others, be- 
sides those who distinctively call themselves Theosophists, 
though the large majority of our members come under the last 
named category. No one is asked his religious belief on joining, 
and many members become "Theosophists " after having been in 
the Society for some time. This breadth of platform and the un- 
qualified freedom of thought and expression to which every mem- 
ber is entitled are in themselves an inspiration which no other 
organization known to me provides. 

Theosophy, or that system of thought which is followed by 
those calling themselves Theosophists, is not an eclectic philo- 
sophy, as is sometimes supposed, nor is it yet another invention of 
this most inventive age. Mme. Blavatsky, the best-known 
Theosophist of this century, constantly stated that her object was 
to remind the present generation of the vast fund of wisdom that 
lay hidden beneath the surface of many an ancient scripture, 
and that she had no new revelation to give. But she did 
give the key to the understanding of the scriptures and symbols 
which without her aid would have remained unintelligible to 
most of us. Theosophy is in fact as old as man himself, though 
the name was not widely used until the time of Ammonius 
Saccas. The Sanscrit equivalent of Theosophy, Brahma- Vidyd 
or Divine Wisdom, was, however, a term in general use long 
before the period of Neo-Platonism ; and before Sanscrit had 
been evolved from pre-existing languages, the same Divine 
Wisdom was being studied under some other name. 

This Divine Wisdom, or Theosophy, only a part of which is 
contained in the exoteric teachings put forward under that name 
at the present time, is a great mass of knowledge concerning man 
and the universe that has been handed down from generation to 
generation of those who have become Adepts in its understand- 
ing. But these men, who were and still are the elder brothers 
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of the race, variously called Masters, Adepts or Mahatmas, know- 
ing human nature and having at all times to work in harmony with 
nature's laws, have never given out more of their knowledge than 
would be understood and properly used by their hearers. That is 
why every great religion had originally an exoteric or public side, 
and an esoteric or deeper teaching reserved for the few. Jesus 
said that unto his disciples he could reveal the " mysteries of the 
kingdom of Heaven," but unto them that were without he could 
speak only in parables.* Gautama Buddha, more than five hun- 
dred years before the beginning of our era, warned his disciples 
that "superior men of wise understanding guard the word, 
guard the mystery, and do not reveal it on a sudden. "\ The 
same thing is to be found in Hinduism, in Zoroastrianism, and in 
all the other great religions — in every case there were certain " mys- 
teries " only revealed to the few. These deeper teachings were 
given to those who were initiated into the Mysteries of Egypt, 
of ancient India, Greece, and of the Maya civilization in Central 
America, and many of the world's greatest sages openly stated 
that they owed their knowledge to what they had been taught in 
this way. 

Theosophy in all ages has claimed that truth is not the special 
property of any one sect. It has always stated that the inner teach- 
ings of Jesus, Buddha, Krishna, of the various Zoroasters, and 
the teachings of the Mysteries wherever situated, were one and 
the same, and that evidence of this may be found in the symbol- 
ism and in the sacred books of the world. Carved on the stone 
monuments of Palenque, long antedating their discovery by 
Europeans, are to be found the identical symbols, such as the 
cross and the svastica, that have become familiar to us as 
Christian and Buddhistic emblems. The symbols used by the 
Initiates of Chaldea, India, Mexico and Egypt were the common 
language of such students in all ages and in all countries. 

The sacred books of the world tell the same story, and instead 
of being opposed to each other as is generally imagined, they are 
but different presentations of the same eternal verities. In the Chi- 
nese Tao-teh-king , the Hindu Upanishads, the Buddhist Suttas, 
the Zend Avesta of the Zoroastrians, the Popol- Vuh of the an- 
cient Guatemalians, the Christian Bible, and in such records as 

♦Compare I Corinthians, iii., 1-2; II Corinthians, xii., 3-4; Matthew, xiii., 
10-11; Luke, vlii., 10; Mark, iv„ 11; Matthew, Tii., 6. 

t Sacred Books of the East, SaddharmaPunaarika, v., 2, 
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have been left us of the teachings of Pythagoras, Plato, Ammo- 
nius Saccas and others who had been initiated into the Sacred 
Mysteries, as they were rightly called, the same teachings are to 
be found, differing in form and phrasing, often superficially 
contradictory, but still the same. These founders of religions 
and philosophies in every epoch used different veils, but that 
which was behind the veils was Divine Wisdom or Theosophy. 

Once this view of the world's religions is accepted, and it is 
easily verifiable, it opens up an immensely wide field of inquiry, 
and provides a broad basis for further thought. The whole ten- 
dency of this teaching is towards unification, and if one word 
could convey an idea of Theosophy as a whole, it would be the 
word unity, for unity implies universality. 

Theosophy recognizes no separateness in nature ; finds life 
and consciousness everywhere present ; holds that spirit is as 
much a part of nature as matter in any of its countless forms, 
and maintains that law is itself divine, applying equally to the 
soul and to the atom, and cannot be set aside, for to set law aside 
would set aside divinity. 

The theosophical doctrines of reincarnation or rebirth and of 
Karma or compensation, are not only the doctrines of every 
teacher already named, but are in strict accord with all that is 
known of nature's methods. The Theosophist, more logical 
maybe than his neighbor, who now and again would divide the 
universe into water-tight compartments to suit his own conveni- 
ence, believes that the soul must grow like all other things in 
nature, and therefore necessarily upholds the view that each 
man's soul has lived on earth in human form many times in the 
past, and will live on earth in human form many times in the 
future. This great process of development is governed through- 
out by law, frequently called the law of Karma, a Sanscrit word 
meaning action. As all action contains within itself reaction, 
Karma is a word-symbol used to express the well-known law 
that every cause produces a definite effect, and every effect is 
preceded by a commensurate cause. This law, taken in conjunc- 
tion with the law of rebirth, makes man the result of his own 
thoughts and actions in his past lives on earth, and the master 
of his own future. It establishes on a firm basis of reason man's 
innate belief in universal justice, and, like every other teaching 
of Theosophy, it emphasizes the underlying unity of all things 
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by showing that each human soul in its pilgrimage through ma- 
terial life passes through countless experiences, and that these 
experiences, whether of joy or sorrow, are shared in common by 
all mankind. Whether we now live amidst luxury or poverty is 
of less account than how we live under those conditions, for on 
that will depend the character of our future lives on earth. 

This doctrine is of the greatest possible help in enlarging the 
conception of human brotherhood, for no man, holding such 
views, can think of himself as separate in character or experi- 
ence from other men, when the sum total of earthly lives is 
taken into account. 

Theosophists do not, however, confine their activity to propa- 
ganda. Much practical work on original lines is being carried 
on. All of the enterprises undertaken by members of the Society 
are marked by their non-sectarian and liberal character. For 
instance, some ladies in Buffalo, members of the Society in that 
city, instituted some time ago what is called the " Wayfare" for 
women. Here women are given a night's lodging for either a 
nominal sum or an hour's work, and no questions are asked them 
as to their religious views, their occupation, or previous place of 
residence, as is usually done in similar institutions, where such 
women are sometimes turned back into the streets if their replies 
are not considered satisfactory. 

In the poorer parts of New York "Brotherhood Suppers" 
have been instituted, which are well attended, and for participa- 
tion in which a small payment is exacted. These suppers are 
followed by discussions in regard to brotherhood. 

In various parts of the country special work is being done in 
the prisons, and in the State prison in San Francisco the Sunday 
lecture on Theosophy has an average attendance more than four 
times larger than that of any religious service held in the prison. 

But the greatest work that the Theosophical Society in 
America is doing at the present time lies in this. It is calling 
attention to points of similarity between different beliefs, instead 
of to their points of difference ; it is insisting that brotherhood 
is a fact in nature, as well as an ideal condition ; it is changing 
the whole trend of modern thought, guiding it toward a religious 
science and a scientific religion, and in all othei ways it is 
liberalizing and elevating the minds and the hearts of men. 

E. T. Hargbove. 



